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Abstract
The number of women in senior leadership positions compared to men in the same roles is 
significantly lower despite efforts in recent decades to reach equal status (Travis et al., 2013). 
Career development activities such as mentoring programs are helpful for employees trying to 
advance their career; however, sponsorship is a more effective method for women to be 
promoted (Travis et al., 2013). This thesis examines how financial institutions can incorporate 
sponsorship activities during times of crisis. This research focuses on the COVID-19 as crisis 
moving many employees into a virtual environment for day-to-day work and career development 
activities. I interviewed six individuals who actively participate in career development programs 
within their organization to gain better understanding of their experiences. I identified several 
recommended best practices for organizations to follow during times of crisis such as COVID-19 
and virtual working environments to best incorporate sponsorship into their institutions.
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Preface
I first learned about sponsorship in one of my final classes prior to entering into the last 
phase of the MAOL program and beginning my research thesis. As a woman early in my career, 
I found it fascinating to know how underrepresented female leaders are in corporations. Learning 
techniques for advancing my own career and advocating for other women around me was 
incredible. I also have a young daughter as well as young nieces, and I do not want them to see 
similar ratios of men and women in leadership positions when they enter the workforce. I hope 
they are able to see the gender gap close as they age. 
Initially my journey began for my final project aimed to initiate a sponsorship-driven 
training program within an existing mentorship program at a business. I wanted to see how 
transforming an existing mentorship style program to include sponsorship initiatives would 
affect the leadership capabilities of those involved. When COVID-19 first set in Spring 2020, the 
company I was working with had shut down their mentorship program due to time and logistical 
constraints as all work was moving to a virtual environment.
I changed my tactics and began re-imagining my project to look at the existing research 
and interview employees involved in career development to recommend best practices for 
companies to implement when in times of crisis and especially when changing to a virtual 
environment. 
When COVID-19 hit in 2020, I was one of the women that considered stalling my career 
or even leaving the workforce to take care of our two-year-old daughter like so many other 
women in this country.  I am saddened by the destruction COVID-19 has caused and the deep 
effects the disease will have on so many aspects of our lives for years to come. I have hope for 
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the future because the topic of sponsorship is becoming more well-known and research is being 
conducted like this to promote change.
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Purpose Statement
Women are not equally represented in senior leadership. This problem must be met with 
solutions. Women are much better represented at midlevel management positions in 
organizations (Travis et al., 2013). Mentorship has been a developing topic for decades, but 
women still are not achieving the same successes as men. Women need sponsors because current 
career development activities such as mentorship or lack of professional development such as not 
having an advisor are not sufficient to advance women into leadership positions (Travis et al., 
2013). Current mentorship programs foster relationships for those involved, but the depth and 
dynamic nature of sponsorship is not promoted within these programs currently (Helms et al., 
2016). 
Mentorship is described from Ragins and Kram (2007) as “a relationship between an 
older, more experienced mentor and a younger, less experienced protégé for the purpose of 
helping and developing the protégé’s career (as cited in de Vries, 2011, p. 3). This relationship is 
focused on the protégé. The mentor provides perspective and advice on career development for 
the mentor to use at his or her discretion. Whereas, sponsors are advocates for their protégés 
(Roy & Gottlieb, 2017). Sponsorship focuses on career advancement rather than just professional 
development (Ayyala et al., 2019). This shift leads to a focus on specific opportunities for 
advancement and a reference or advocacy on behalf of the sponsor (Roy & Gottlieb, 2017). This 
relationship is crucial because it is built on trust (Schoenfeld, 2018). Women are also less likely 
to self-start their career advancement such as apply for a dream role without outside 
recommendation or approach from another (Huston et al., 2019). 
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The COVID-19 pandemic has been detrimental for women’s career advancement. Equal 
representation is one crisis women are fighting, but the added layer of the COVID-19 crisis 
impacts are wreaking havoc on any advancement women had in gaining ground towards equal 
representation in leadership roles. One in four women are thinking to either stall their careers or 
leave the workforce completely (“Women in the Workplace”, 2020). This study has been 
tracking companies for six years and seen slow, but steady, progression of women in the senior 
leadership positions. However the effects of COVID-19’s exodus of women from the workforce 
or halt in choice to advance their careers will erase all progress made (“Women in the 
Workplace”, 2020). Women of color and other members of the Black and Indigenous People of 
Color (BIPOC) community are also greatly affected in stalling careers due to COVID and 
underrepresentation within leadership roles (“Women in the Workplace”, 2020). The purpose of 
this study is to explore how career development in a virtual world and gender inequality. 
Research shows conversations between individuals are not at the level to change to a 
sponsorship type model. People are not the problem. Organizations must promote and encourage 
a culture that accepts sponsorship (de Vries, 2011). Institutions must adjust their current methods 
to achieve these development goals like sponsorship. This includes transforming current 
development activities dedicated to mentorship and teaching the next step in sponsorship (de 
Vries, 2011). If organizations want to foster future leaders, they need to facilitate those 
conversations and relationships (Pearce, 2019). With a shift in culture, women do not need to 
worry as much when acting as a sponsor. Helms et al. (2016) found women struggle to be 
sponsors due to fear of any negative perception or feedback from their peers, management, and 
other stakeholders within their institution. 
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Moving to a virtual environment can also pose a problem. Organizations face many 
impacts during the COVID-19 crisis and one major one is moving much of the day-to-day 
operations and career development work into a virtual environment. Hart (2016) explains 
development conversations might be more difficult when online, but they can still be as 
meaningful as in person. 
Virtual career development relationships can often grow from a shared experience like 
working through a task or completing a project together (Hart, 2016). Although these informal 
relationships are beneficial, they sometimes develop into mentorship but rarely progress to 
sponsorship (Hart, 2016). Since sponsorship is more beneficial to individuals, especially women, 
to become future leaders, career development should incorporate the methods of creating viable 
virtual relationships to foster sponsorship activities when face-to-face settings are not 
appropriate.
The purpose of this research is to identify how career development programs can improve 
to include sponsorship since this is a proven method to promote women. This research will 
examine the career development shift to a virtual environment especially in times of crisis.
Literature Review
My research will answer the question: how should financial organizations improve 
mentorship programs to include sponsorship during times of crisis? The following sections will 
review: current literature associated with career development programs including mentorship and 
sponsorship, the importance of sponsorship activities, and the current virtual mentorship and 
sponsorship environment. I will describe the theoretical frameworks I plan to use as an 
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assessment of my research. I will then detail the gaps in the current research around virtual 
development plans as well as development conversations in times of crisis such as the COVID-
19 pandemic. 
Definition of Mentorship vs. Sponsorship
Two significant types of career development are mentorship and sponsorship. Many 
organizations have development programs mostly focused on mentorship since this is a widely 
accepted practice since the 1980s (Ayyala et al., 2019). Both types of development are between 
two individuals. A mentee or protégé can have multiple mentors and sponsors, and the reverse is 
true for mentors and sponsors having several protégés. Sponsors or mentors are helpful for their 
expertise. Protégés can benefit from receiving knowledge and networking with different people 
to achieve different goals. Mentoring and sponsorship are different in many ways but do share 
some characteristics. The following graphic provides a visual presentation of the similarities and 
differences between mentorship and sponsorship.
Figure 1 Mentorship and Sponsorship Comparison (Ayyala, et al., 2019, p.96)
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Mentorship
Mentorship is described in many different ways by scholars and leaders. The commonly 
accepted definition is from Ragins and Kram (2007) as “a relationship between an older, more 
experienced mentor and a younger, less experienced protégé for the purpose of helping and 
developing the protégé’s career (as cited in de Vries, 2011, p. 3). This relationship is focused on 
the protégé. The mentor provides perspective and advice on career development for the mentor 
to use at his or her discretion.
Mentorship is often longitudinal and focused on professional development (Ayyala et al., 
2019). Mentees and mentors are often dedicated to transforming the mentee to succeed in their 
desired career or field rather than a specific role (de Vries, 2011). These programs are effective 
in providing guidance and advice for the protégé, but more superior programs and relationships 
are available for career advancement such as sponsorship.
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Many other methods of career development like coaching are beneficial but are not 
within the scope of my research. Coaching is similar to mentoring in that it is about knowledge 
transfer and advice, but coaching is learner-driven (Deiorio et al., 2016). 
Sponsorship
Sponsors are advocates for their protégés (Roy & Gottlieb, 2017). Sponsorship focuses 
on career advancement rather than just professional development (Ayyala et al., 2019). This shift 
leads to a focus on specific opportunities for advancement and a reference or advocacy on behalf 
of the sponsor (Roy & Gottlieb, 2017). This relationship is crucial because it is built on trust 
(Schoenfeld, 2018). The sponsorship relationship is much more transaction based because it 
focuses on specific goals rather just overall career development (Travis et al., 2013). This 
relationship can change and becomes more dynamic as time goes on to adjust to the current 
situation. This fluidity in the relationship is one key characteristic of sponsorship. Sponsors and 
protégés learn from one another like a two-way street rather than the one-directional learning in a 
mentorship dyad (Hewlett, 2019). 
Sponsors and protégés do not need to be from the same organization. Often sponsorship 
is exercised outside of the workplace because other organizations and companies have different 
ideas and networks (Pearce, 2019). Sponsorship is easily translated in one’s own organization 
because relationships are already established to some extent (Pearce, 2019). The employer is a 
shared experience that can be the footing for a stronger relationship. 
Sponsorship does hold some risk especially to the sponsor in the relationship. Whereas if 
a mentee disappoints a mentor, no one else really knows about the relationship, but if a 
sponsorship protégé disappoints or betrays the sponsor’s trust, many others are aware of the 
advocacy of the relationship (Hewlett, 2019). Sponsors must ensure their protégé is prepared for 
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the designated new role or position in his or her career. This risk proves a sponsorship 
relationship requires trust built between the two parties to work towards a goal. 
The advantages far outweigh the risks for sponsorship. Hewlett (2019). describes that any 
protégé and sponsor relationship requires trust between the two parties. This established trust 
leads to loyalty between the two parties to appropriately advocate for the sponsor and foster 
meaningful relationships (Hewlett, 2019). 
For the purposes of this paper, I will refer to the individual receiving the mentorship or 
sponsorship as the mentee, sponsored, or protégé. This signifies the individual has learning and 
growth potential. I will refer to the party providing the mentorship or sponsorship as the mentor, 
sponsor, or advisor. I will also focus on only mentorship and sponsorship as types of career 
development. I will refer to these directly or generally as career development or professional 
development.  
Importance of Sponsorship 
The importance of sponsorship is well explained in the literature (Bickel, 2014, de Vries, 
2011, Helms et al., 2016, Hilsabeck, 2018, Huston et al., 2019, Pearce, 2019, Pinheiro et al., 
2017, Schoenfeld, 2018, & Travis et al., 2013). Based on a review of the literature, sponsorship 
is important for two reasons: it develops relationships and is crucial for women.
Relationships 
Sponsorship is dependent on the relationships built between the advisor and protégé. 
Without a dynamic relationship built on trust, sponsorship cannot function properly. These 
relationships are important because both parties can develop a sense of satisfaction based on the 
career development achieved (Travis et al., 2013). For the sponsor, seeing a protégé achieve his 
or her dreams or feeling part of the catalyst in achieving the goal is rewarding. To a protégé, the 
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feeling of accomplishment and success along with a trustworthy relationship is fulfilling. These 
bonds are important for future networking (Travis et al., 2013). 
These relationships can also foster respect for one another. Pearce (2019) describes this 
new-found respect as a new-comer and old-timer situation where ideas and regard are shared by 
both parties. This is important because the sharing of ideas and networking with others is how 
careers advance especially through sponsorship (Travis et al., 2013). Sponsorship places a sense 
of motivation to be sure both parties succeed (Helms et al., 2016). The relationship is one of 
positivity.
Sponsorship can also lead to self-actualization (Schoenfeld, 2018). Both parties better 
understand their talents and potential as an advisor and protégé. This self-actualization can also 
lead to confidence in the protégé and paying the act of sponsorship forward to another individual 
later in his or her career (Schoenfeld, 2018). 
Companies that promote these ideals and build a culture of respect and trust have greater 
employee satisfaction (Sharma, 2020). When employees are able to build relationships in an 
environment that supports their career development, they have greater job satisfaction and 
overall happiness (Sharma, 2020). 
Gender Implications
As described previously, sponsorship is about the advisor advocating for the protégé. 
This relationship is crucial for career advancement. This is specifically true for women (Travis et 
al., 2013). Men can certainly benefit from a sponsorship relationship, but women can benefit 
more to find equal success as men. Diversity is needed for success in organizations whether that 
is by gender or other characteristics, and sponsorship will help achieve this goal (Hilsabeck, 
2018). Women are less likely to ask for help when it comes to their careers out of pride (Pinheiro 
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et al., 2017). Because women do not want to ask for help based on perception, they do not have 
as many mentors or sponsors as compared to men. Women also are held to a double standard of 
being assertive but also being nice (Bickel, 2014). Women need to feel proud of their decisions 
and demeanor whether nice or assertive or whatever. A sponsorship relationship can facilitate 
that confidence and encouragement (Bickel, 2014). These characteristics are beneficial to 
protégés, especially women.
Women need sponsors because current career development activities like mentorship or 
lack of professional development such as not having an advisor are insufficient to propel women 
into leadership roles (Travis et al., 2013). Women make up a mere 21% of all C-Suite or 
corporate leadership individuals and true of most other organizations like Fortune 500, 
government, and tech companies (“Women in the Workplace”, 2020).  Since the study began in 
2015, the change in women represented in the C-Suite of leadership positions has improved by 
3.7 percentage points (“Women in the Workplace”, 2020). Women are much better represented 
at midlevel management positions in organizations even though it is still not equal (Travis et al., 
2013). Mentorship has been a developing topic for decades, but women still are not achieving the 
same successes as men. The below figure depicts the distribution of men, women, and people of 
color from entry level positions to the C-Suite level leaders. This is a depiction from the start of 
2020 taken from the “Women in the Workplace” report distributed in September 2020. The gray 
portions of the graphic represent men, and the red portions represent women. According to their 
study, in 2020 women represented 47% of all entry level jobs. This is much closer to the 50% 
equality than the 21% in the highest level leadership positions as noted previously.
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Figure 2  Corporate Employees by Gender and Race (“Women in the Workplace”, 2020, p. 8)
Children are often a considered factor to stifling women’s success, but Bickel (2014) 
found child bearing and tenure are not indications of a woman’s career success such as the 
number of promotions and equal pay as their male counterparts. Women are also less likely to 
self-start their career advancement such as apply for a dream role without outside 
recommendation or approach from another (Huston et al., 2019).
Sponsors can shed light on different individuals for positions rather than expected 
candidates (Pinheiro et al., 2017). This visibility is especially important for women to be in the 
considered for positions (Pinheiro et al., 2017). The more high-ranking the mentor or sponsor, 
the quicker the protégé advances in new roles (Bickel, 2014).
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Mentorship relationships often end because the woman protégé wants to be more 
independent or has experienced more success than the mentor (Bickel, 2014). Since sponsorship 
is different and is based on trust, the relationships are stronger to endure successes. Mentorship is 
often too focused on developing skills rather than an entire career path, so the relationship is not 
as successful (Bickel, 2014). Sponsorship is focused on specific goals and career steps that are 
integrated in a person’s overall career path and objectives.
Companies need to utilize sponsorship as a way to promote and retain talent, especially 
for women (Connley, 2016). Sponsorship contributes to the multiplier effect. When more people 
see and promote diversity, this multiplies across the company (Connley, 2016). If more leaders 
use sponsorship, then the wealth spreads beyond one leader or department (Connley, 2016). 
Limitations of Conversations
Organizations must promote and encourage a culture that accepts sponsorship (de Vries, 
2011). People are not the problem. Organizations must change their culture to meet the needs of 
career development that includes sponsorship. Institutions must adjust their current methods to 
achieve these sponsorship development goals. This includes transforming current professional 
development activities dedicated to mentorship and teaching the next step in sponsorship (de 
Vries, 2011). If organizations want to foster future leaders, they need to facilitate those 
conversations and relationships (Pearce, 2019). With a shift in culture, women do not need to 
worry as much when acting as a sponsor. Helms et al. (2016) found women struggle to be 
sponsors due to fear of any negative perception or feedback from their peers, management, and 
other stakeholders within their institution.
Current Virtual Career Development Programs
22
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Virtual teams and relationships present more challenges in developing rapport and 
teamwork in large part due to no physical presence (Hart, 2016). Many companies conduct daily 
operations in a virtual environment and must exhibit extra effort to maintain remote relationships 
with coworkers, clients, suppliers, and so on.
Virtual relationships are challenging to maintain for ordinary work or tasks, but career 
development is even more difficult. Since trust is a driving force of sponsorship, trust must be 
formed virtually if the relationship calls for a virtual relationship. Emails and phone 
conversations are important, but visual contact is even better for building trust and maintaining 
strong relationships (Hart, 2016). Hart also explains new research is forthcoming regarding 
solely e-mentoring rather than a face-to-face interaction or blended conversations in person and 
online. Career development activities are recommended as a face-to-face activity rather than an 
online format. Since technology has advanced so far in recent years, virtual career development 
is a possibility (Lewis & Flannery, 2016). The ability to see another person’s face while talking 
in real time is a relatively new concept. The use of this technology for professional development 
is an even newer concept because it must be intentional and carefully used to be effective (Lewis 
& Flannery, 2016).
Hart (2016) explains career development conversations might be more difficult when 
online, but they can still be as meaningful as in person. These career development activities do 
not always need to be in a formal setting such as many different companies’ designated 
professional development programs. Often times less-experienced employees can find a mentor 
or a sponsor from the co-worker they ask a question from during their work (Hart, 2016). These 
virtual relationships can often grow from a shared experience like working through a task or 
completing a project together (Hart, 2016). Although these informal relationships are beneficial, 
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they sometimes develop into mentorship but rarely progress to sponsorship after the relationship 
grows and becomes trusting (Hart, 2016). Since sponsorship is more beneficial to individuals, 
especially women, to become future leaders, formal career development should incorporate the 
methods of creating viable virtual relationships to foster sponsorship activities when face-to-face 
settings are not appropriate or provide employees the resources to incorporate sponsorship 
methods into informal relationships.
Impact of COVID-19 on Virtual Career Development
Virtual career development presents challenges alone, but times of crisis add additional 
layers of difficulty. Many employees experienced changes including moving to virtual working 
conditions, disrupting routines, and shifts in daily working environments. The Business Wire 
conducted a survey of more than 250,000 workers around the United States who claim career 
development is the main reason to leave their current employer (“Remote Working Triggering 
‘Career Development Crisis’”, 2020). Another similar study conducted by Doodle referenced in 
Business Wire found 41% of employees deem “their career development has stalled during the 
pandemic and 9% believe they have gone backwards” (“Remote Working Triggering ‘Career 
Development Crisis’”, 2020, para.4). Employees do not have the same support and 
comfortability with their career development such as in a normal working environment. Virtual 
career development must offer the same support and opportunities for employees.
Companies are trying to transform as fast as the changes with COVID-19 to keep 
employees engaged and satisfied. With so many changes occurring at once, the managers must 
engage with their reports to understand their productivity and engagement (Sharma, 2020). This 
engagement and focus on development will further the conversation for employee satisfaction 
and happiness as well as professional development (Sharma, 2020).
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Theoretical Frameworks
I will describe two theoretical frameworks to better explain the importance of research on 
sponsorship in the times of crisis. The two theoretical frameworks I plan to examine are the 
Relationship Building in Virtual Environments Theory and Authentic Leadership Theory. 
Though neither of these directly describe sponsorship, the ideas are related for career 
development activities in general and can be beneficial to apply to the application of sponsorship 
especially in a virtual environment. These frameworks will be imperative in determining the 
relevance and significance of professional development programs in times of crisis.
Relationship Building in Virtual Environments Theory
This theory is based on building relationships and communities in a virtual environment. 
Relationship building theory suggests structure as a mechanism for maintaining relationships 
(Weinstein, 2014). When the parties involved set clear expectations for their involvement in the 
relationship, this provides a way to give feedback if expectations are not met by either party 
(Weinstein, 2014). The theory explains the need for inclusion and belonging to function as 
intended (Li & Lee, 2013). This sense of belonging opens the pathway for participants of a 
virtual community to “share their personal feelings, affection, and build interpersonal 
relationships” (Li & Lee, 2013, p.717). 
Trust is crucial and fundamental building relationships especially in a professional 
environment (Staples & Webster, 2008). The study conducted by Staples and Webster concluded 
that a strong correlation exists between trust and knowledge sharing whether in a virtual 
environment or in person (Staples & Webster, 2008). Whether team members are seen face-to-
face or remote, they still require trust to have a well-established relationship at work.
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Virtual communities can function in a similar manner to face-to-face communities in that 
if participants create a habit of communication and relationship building, this yielded the greatest 
result (Li & Lee, 2013). A person does not often have a well-established relationship with 
another person after just one meeting, but repetition and a fostered approach can build better 
connections. Stafford (as cited in Ogolsky and Monk) agrees with the relationship maintenance 
tool of communication (2019). Communication between parties must be the intentional and must 
provide purpose for the relationship to continue (Stafford as cited in Ogolsky & Monk, 2019).  
Organized meetings can create more interpersonal relationships especially virtually (Li & Lee, 
2013). Crappell suggests initial meetings as virtual face-to-face encounters and to follow up with 
emails or other types of professional social networking platforms (2011).
The methods offered by Li & Lee for virtual community building include face-to-face 
functionality (2013). The best methods of organizing people virtually to build better relationships 
is to use video conferencing and computer camera chatting (Li & Lee, 2013). The authors noted 
these community building activities had the same effects as off-line face-to-face meetings for 
participants (Li & Lee, 2013). Virtual communities are better built with video capabilities, but 
when they are not available more effort is needed to establish personal connection.
This theory is crucial for studying career development during crisis since companies are 
using virtual platforms for business-as-usual activities as well as any other meetings. Reviewing 
how career development meetings can be better held virtually will be a significant part of the 
research conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic. Team members and employers require 
knowledge of relationship building habits in a virtual format.
Authentic Leadership Theory
26
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Authentic Leadership was founded and developed following crisis (Avolio & Gardner, 
2005). After witnessing terrorism and disease ridden pandemics such as SARS, scholars began to 
develop a positive form of leadership to assist leaders especially in organizations tackle problems 
with a new lens of resiliency and hope (Avolio & Gardner, 2005). The anticipated outcome of 
authentic leadership is the well-being of the leader and followers (Avolio & Gardner, 2005). In 
terms of career development relationships, this correlates to the sponsor and protégé or mentor 
and mentee.
Authentic leaders understand themselves and their own set of values (Gardner et al., 
2021). Authentic leadership is applicable for individual contributors, managers, and all 
employees. It does not apply to just leaders or followers. Authentic leadership is about 
relationships, values of those involved, purpose, heart, and self-discipline (George & Sims, 
2007). This authenticity “builds loyalty, trust, collaboration, engagement and commitment” 
(Hollis et al., 2018, p. 1). The below graphic depicts the facets of authentic leadership as 
demonstrated by George and Sims (2007).
Figure 3 Dimensions of Authentic Leadership (George & Sims, 2007, p.35)
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Authenticity is a key aspect to participating in a career development program. If a person 
does not present their true self, then they risk pursuing a job they do not enjoy. A person could 
also establish a relationship with another person that is not effective for their own career 
development. In contrast, if the mentor or sponsor is not authentic, they could be ineffective for 
their protégé’s career. Individuals must conduct themselves with self-discipline, their own 
values, and heart to be effective authentic leaders. 
Authentic leadership is also based in ethics and morals (Luthans & Avolio, 2003). Doing 
the right thing for yourself and for others brings about positive changes (Luthans & Avolio, 
2003). Authentic leaders know who they are. They also know what is the right thing to do, and 
they must act on that.
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Authentic leadership is following the trend in new working habits. Many leaders 
especially in the corporate setting have not adjusted their leadership style from the old way of 
valuing only task completion (Hollis, 2018). Organizations need to update their leadership styles 
to include the new “Empowerment Era” where recognition of employees’ talents are emphasized 
and used in the work environment (Hollis, 2018, p.2). 
The world is changing its culture of acceptance and individuality, so companies should 
do the same. Organizations must adopt these philosophies to retain their employees (Hollis et al., 
2018). “Assessing and sharing natural gifts and talents” on a team level and throughout the 
organization can assist in assigning roles and ways teams need to realign to better serve the 
existing talent (Hollis, 2018, p. 114).
Authentic leadership is essential to relate to the global COVID-19 crisis and its effect on 
career development activities. Authentic leaders use their values and self-awareness to navigate 
decision making processes (George & Sims, 2007). In times of crisis, leaders must lead with 
heart and care about relationships with others because external factors are unstable. 
Organizations must also adapt to not only care about bottom-line figures as well as the people 
that support those figures (Hollis, 2018).
Gaps in Literature
Current literature explains the importance of mentorship and even sponsorship especially 
for women. Research has been completed about the importance of online and virtual 
relationships in the workplace, but there is a gap explaining the importance of these professional 
development activities in an online environment and in times of crisis (e.g. COVID-19). 
Existing literature does not go into great detail about the importance of sponsorship 
activities for other members of diverse groups such as in terms of race. People of color face gaps 
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in leadership positions within corporations across the country in a similar manner to women, but 
research has not been conducted to see the direct impacts and benefits of sponsorship 
relationship for these groups or if other career development efforts would be beneficial.
Crisis in organizations often leads to conversations regarding bottom line figures, system 
configurations, and job security. These factors are critical for crisis planning. Antoniadis et al. 
(2015) concluded resources, including employees, are a critical factor to consider and foster 
during times of crisis. Ensuring these developmental dynamic relationships are promoted is 
crucial for developing future leaders, so planning is an important element to prepare for a virtual 
environment that could be the sole method of communication in certain situations (Antoniadis et 
al., 2015). Research dedicated to the effects of crisis situations on professional development 
programs and the benefits the continued mentorship and sponsorship work through these trying 
times would be an area of potential new research. Bhatti and Viney (2010) quoted Rahm 
Emmanuel who worked under President Obama “‘you never want a serious crisis to go to 
waste… It is an opportunity to do things that you think you could not do before’”(p. 762).
Method
Research Design
The purpose of this research was to identify research-based actions and best practices for 
financial institutions to use in the existing career development programs to include proven 
methods for promoting women such as sponsorship. My research set out to answer the question: 
How should financial institutions incorporate sponsorship activities into existing mentorship 
programs during times of crisis?
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To gather information, I conducted six in-depth interviews with male and female leaders 
from various financial institutions. Five women participated as interviewees, and one man 
participated as an interviewee. All participants were required to oversee a career development 
program or be an active participant either as a mentor, sponsor, or protégé. All interviews were 
conducted one-on-one and in a virtual format such as a video conference or phone call. The one-
on-one format ensured a closer connection and offered more personal insights (Creswell, 2016, 
p.127). The interviews conducted over video conference also allowed for consideration and 
reaction to body language and facial expressions (Creswell, 2016, p.127). I wanted to gain real-
life experiences from my interviews to apply their knowledge to my research question. I had to 
depend on tone of voice for many interviews as the only source of additional personal connection 
besides the words spoken.
My research is focused on for-profit financial institutions to narrow the scope of all 
career development programs. I have also worked in the financial world my entire career, so I 
have first-hand experience in these types of institutions. Women are also underrepresented in all 
corporate C-Suite level positions, so any best practices are needed to improve the gender gap. 
My interview questions focused on the participants’ knowledge of the difference between 
mentorship and sponsorship, the best practices for virtual career development, and actionable 
exercises for professional development activities to continue during times of crisis. I asked 
clarifying questions of interviewees to better understand the career development programs within 
their institution prior to COVID-19 as well as the current state of operations. I also asked 
interviewees to describe what could be improved or what was missing from the program in the 
post COVID-19 and total or mostly remote working environment.
Participant Recruitment
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I recruited women and men from my network of financial institutions and educational 
colleagues. I asked those within my professional and personal network to refer me to possible 
participants that fit the following criteria: actively participate in and/or oversee a career 
development program within their organization such as coaching, mentoring, or sponsorship. I 
only recruited one individual from my own network. All other participants were from networks 
of referrals given to me by colleagues and co-workers. I pre-screened each individual to ensure 
compliance with the research participant criteria. I turned one referral away for not meeting the 
described criteria.
After I was in contact with each participant, I sent a participant email detailing my 
project, the time commitment, and incentive for participation. I did have one individual turn 
down the interview due to Human Resources constraints with their organization. Once the 
participant agreed to the interview, we scheduled a 30 minute to one-hour time frame for our 
meeting. I informed the participants the interviews would take around 45 minutes, but I did not 
put a time limit on the meeting if he or she had more to share. In the meeting invitation, I 
included an Informed Consent form to be signed prior to our meeting. Some participants printed 
and physically signed the document and scanned it back to me; while others e-signed the 
document and attached it via email.
I conducted six interviews in total from July to October 2020. Interviews were held on 
the Google Meets platform. Two interviews included video conferencing, and four included just 
the phone-in capabilities. Interviews lasted at least 35 minutes and no more than one hour ten 
minutes. I recorded each interview through the Google Meets platform for both video 
conferencing calls and voice-only calls.
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I offered participants a $10 coffee e-gift card for their participation. One individual 
declined the e-gift card as participation was enough incentive. Many participants also requested a 
copy of the executive summary results of my project’s findings.
Data Analysis
The interview recordings were transcribed using a web service called Transcribe Me! I 
analyzed and coded all transcriptions for pertinent information related to my research question 
and topic. I went through each interview and counted the number of times each participant 
mentioned the experience or coded item. 
I compiled these shared experiences and analyzed them against my research question to 
compose defined findings and key themes. The more experiences were shared by participants the 
more emphasis I gave it as a theme or finding. Most themes and findings were mentioned by all 
six participants.
Key Theme and Findings
From the career development experiences analyzed in the content of the interviews, I 
identified the two key themes. Each key theme also contains subthemes that address my research 
question directly.
The Importance of Relationship Building
All interviewees commented on the want and need for relationships especially during 
times of crisis. Since all interviews occurred during remote working due to COVID-19 
restrictions, participants were working in the environment for several months prior to the 
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conversations. Many expressed their desire for stronger relationship building at work, and this 
can relate directly to career development efforts as well. One participant described: 
“for people to develop and grow, they really need to feel like the other person who is on 
the other end from a mentor standpoint, sponsor standpoint, leader standpoint, has to 
know them, care about them, know what’s important to them. And in times where things 
are virtual, you just have to be very intentional to build that.” 
Relationship building is work, but especially in times of crisis it makes all the difference. The 
three main findings from this key theme, I found were to build trust, the setting of conversations, 
and to pay forward the sponsorship relationship. 
Build Trust
All participants noted the fundamental need for career development especially during 
crisis is relationships. Interviewees mentioned individuals are all different and come with 
different backgrounds, stories, and networks. Relationships must build on those individuals’ 
commonalities and differences. 
Participants described the need for trust built also through diversity, equity, and 
inclusion. If employees are well versed in diversity, equity, and inclusion, then their relationships 
can be established with more intentionality and sincerity. Then related diversity, equity, and 
inclusion efforts also bring more people to the table rather than just like-minded or similar-
looking individuals.
Participants stated conversations must be very intentional. Due to the extraordinary 
circumstances in crisis especially during COVID-19, career development conversations must be 
very thoughtful and participants must be honest about goals and expectations. Trust is important 
because so many external factors playing into not only employees’ personal lives, but work lives 
are both uncertain and unknown. 
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The participants interviewed had pre-existing relationships with already established 
career development programs at the time of the interviews. They did describe the benefits of 
having pre-built trust going into COVID-19 because their career development conversations 
were already formed. The advice they shared was based on previous experience in career 
development practices.  
Participants noted the reason their mentoring or sponsorship relationships were successful 
was because of the trust between the two parties. The mentored participants trusted their mentors 
to give sound advice. The protégés trusted their sponsors to advocate for them on their behalf 
when they were not present.
Conversation Setting Importance
Participants described their longing for in person conversations and the comfort of sitting 
across the table from their mentor, sponsor, etc. They noted the ease of conversation was much 
greater because facial cues and body language are easier to read when in person rather than in a 
virtual setting. Interviewees agreed the virtual format best suited for career development 
conversations is video conferencing. This setting provides some facial cue recognition and 
connection. Video conferencing is not equal to in person meeting, but during COVID 
restrictions, most career development conversations and meetings had to turn to strictly a virtual 
format. One participant described keeping communication lines open to establish a better 
connection between parties. Another participant commented: “being able to connect with people 
shouldn’t deter because were online or not.” Participants recognize relationships can be built 
over any medium and adaptability to given situations should be part of work life in organizations 
moving forward.
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Interviewees described the next best method of communication to be over the phone. This 
way conversations can still set tone of voice and pauses between speakers. Participants noted the 
difficulty in establishing strong relationships with just phone calls since the facial connection 
was missing. One participant described trying to establish a meaningful, deeper relationship over 
the phone to be very difficult that it can be done, but it will take much more time and much more 
consideration.
One participant described the importance of having confidentiality in a face-to-face 
setting with a closed door office or conference room. She felt more comfortable sharing with her 
mentor because she knew it was just the two of them in the room with the door closed. She 
talked of their conversations over virtual platforms both on the phone and video conferencing 
and not knowing if anyone else has joined or hacked into their meeting.
Benefits of Career Relationships
Participants described the rewarding nature of career development relationships. They 
noted when you connect with someone to better their life and career, the self-satisfaction you feel 
is a huge benefit of the relationship. One participant noted more people need to establish these 
types of sponsorship relationships because someone advocated for them in the past, so they 
should pay it forward too. This participant explained this is especially true for women to 
advance.
Participants also noted these relationships do a great deal of good and do not cost 
anything. One participant commented: “Sponsorship doesn’t cost you anything. Speaking on 
someone’s behalf, being an advocate doesn’t cost you anything.” They went on to note that 
advocacy is not utilized as much as it should, so diversity, equity, and inclusion is not achieved 
in terms of gender, race, etc.
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All interviewees described career development takes time and effort, and the 
relationships built are not always easy. All participants made clear career development 
relationships are worth the effort. One participant described sponsorship relationships moving 
forward. She said: “It’s our obligation and … you have that responsibility to do it for others.” 
The participant felt compelled to advocate for others because others have done the same for her. 
She described that the effort put into career development is worth it because it is her 
responsibility to do the same for someone else.
Needed Enhancements to Career Development Programs
All interviewees were asked to offer suggestions as to how to improve mentorship 
programs and career development programs overall. Since each participant could reflect on past 
and current experiences as a mentor, mentee, sponsor, or other member of a career development 
relationship, each could suggest suggestions as realistic improvements. Within the shared 
experiences of career development, three subthemes emerged: Promote Networking Programs, 
Create Awareness for Sponsorship within Organizations, and Make Career Development a More 
Prominent Part of Work Life.
Promote Networking Programs
Four of the six participants mentioned networking as a crucial component to virtual 
career development. Participants noted networking as a technique often used in face-to-face 
settings as conversation can begin with a handshake or a mutual connection’s introduction. 
Interviewees mentioned the initial and organic conversation can be hard to come by in a virtual 
environment. 
One participant offered the idea of organized, formal networking events. Organizations 
could host the events and have moderators place people in break-out rooms as a way to initiate 
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conversations. The participant offered to start small like by departments and expand to 
organized, targeted employee groups within the organization such as for veterans, women, 
members of the LGBTQ community, etc. 
One participant noted the idea of networking is the basis of all sponsorship, so 
organizations must find ways to promote and enhance the activity to achieve better diversity and 
inclusion of employees. This includes women and members of the Black, Indigenous, and People 
of Color (BIPOC) community.
Create Awareness for Sponsorship within Organizations
All interviewees described their own definition of sponsorship. Each commented the 
technique should be used more for hiring or promotion. All participants’ organizations had well 
developed and formal mentorship programs. Two of the six interviewees had a formal 
sponsorship program at their organization as they worked for the same financial institution. They 
described the program as small for around a dozen employees annually. The sponsorship 
program was for employees new in their careers to expose them to different departments within 
the company and senior leaders in those sections of the organization. 
One important highlight from the six interviews was that none of the participants 
described any sponsorship materials or trainings in their career development programs or 
required training. The participants noted having mentoring programs promoted within their 
organizations, but they do not have any kind of formal sponsorship conversations or trainings in 
their institutions.
While all organizations promote mentorship, participants described the need for 
sponsorship to promote women and people of color. One interviewee stated referencing 
sponsorship for women to get promotions “there’s a tremendous opportunity to get more women, 
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and especially women from communities of color giving them that opportunity as well.” 
Participants recognize the opportunity for organizations to better train their employees for career 
development and advancement.
One participant described a scenario where she wanted to apply for a job, but she knew 
she did not qualify for the education requirement for a master’s degree listed on the requisition. 
The hiring manager asked her why she did not apply for the position noting she was a known 
leader within the department. The interviewee confided in the hiring manager she did not have a 
college education. The participant described “she changed the requirements to either a master’s 
degree or 20 plus years of experience which I am now with the bank 40 years… and I am now a 
Vice President.” This hiring manager recognized the potential capabilities in this interviewee and 
went so far as to adjust the job prerequisites because her previous experience was so valuable to 
the role. The same participant said, “it has nothing to do with luck. It has to do with hard work 
and determination.” She went on to describe that having access to the right people is important to 
be able to move to where you want to go, but you must be able to show off your skills to have 
the kinds of sponsorship opportunities she did. 
All six interviewees commented on the need for organizations to promote the practice of 
sponsorship. All six interviewees noted their organizations have well-established mentoring 
programs, but the concept of sponsorship is not as well known to employees. Interviewees noted 
the ways in which employees could utilize sponsorship would be useful such as networking or 
utilizing stretch goals or assignments as opportunities to be seen by other leaders. Participants 
noted some of these ideas could come naturally or instinctually to some employees, but others 
need to be given the tools to make change.
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Four of the participants promoted the idea of an informal program. Employee awareness 
with advice and tools for seeking and selecting a sponsor especially in a virtual world would be 
sufficient. Two participants noted a more formal and robust program would be more beneficial 
with set goals and strategies on a determined time line would be more effective to promote 
sponsorship.
Make Career Development a More Prominent Part of Work Life
Five of the six participants promoted the idea of making career development a more 
prominent part of work life. All six mentioned their employees have discussions with their direct 
report managers once per year regarding goals, but the expectation and time required for 
continued career development activities are overshadowed by everyday business as usual tasks 
and duties. Interviewees noted the idea of career development as part of one’s week or month 
could benefit to take trainings in unfamiliar areas or attend virtual networking sessions to 
establish better connections. Participants noted if it is a habit to have career development in your 
routine work life then your career development skills will have room to improve and grow.
One participant commented employees must take initiative to develop their careers rather 
than following prescribed paths for promotion. She mentioned learning is a great way to 
establish knowledge for more desired roles whether that learning comes from formal institutions 
and certificate or degree programs, webinars, or business professional conferences. All of these 
activities can be completed either in person or virtually such as in the time of COVID-19 and 
online meetings.
One interviewee noted career development mostly costs zero dollars. Many companies 
and online organizations offer free webinars and classes often. If employees capitalize on the 
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opportunities around them, they can close skill gaps or network with others without spending 
out-of-pocket expenses.
Discussion
The research findings are consistent and align with the existing literature. The findings 
provide additional context to how financial institutions can improve mentorship programs to 
include sponsorship in times of crisis.
Deeper Relationship Building 
Relationships are the basis for sponsorship (Schoenfeld, 2016). During times of crisis, 
people are uneasy and crave stable relationships. Times of crisis are unstable but are still 
appropriate for relationship building especially for career development. The interviews 
conducted confirmed a need for deeper relationships in financial institutions. 
Participants described the need to build trust as a method to strengthen relationships as a 
basis for career development like sponsorship. The research is consistent with existing literature 
regarding building trust as it pertains to career development. Building trust is the foundation for 
sponsorship relationships – sponsors need to trust their protégés, and protégés need to trust their 
sponsors (Schoenfeld, 2016). In a virtual environment such as in times of crisis like COVID-19, 
trusting relationships are still achievable. This is consistent with the findings noted by Sharma 
during the COVID-19 crisis (2020). While many employees experience many unknowns, they 
crave stability at work with their relationships (Sharma, 2020). Sharma notes trust is the “catalyst 
of any organization’s growth” especially as it relates to times of crisis like COVID-19 (2020, 
para. 8).  Li & Lee’s virtual community frame work confirms a sense of belonging and trust if 
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those involved are true to themselves (2013). This aligns with authentic leadership as well. If a 
relationship is to endure, those involved must present their authentic thoughts, values, decisions 
(George & Sims, 2007).
Participants confirmed the desire for in-person career development conversations. Since 
all organizations described in the interviews used a remote or virtual working model, the 
participants noted challenges with non-face-to-face connections. This aligns with the existing 
literature as face-to-face communication is preferred but not necessary. Relationship building in 
a virtual environment is more difficult, but it is still possible to build community (Li & Lee, 
2013). Building community also strengthens the commitment from the participants within the 
virtual relationship (Li & Lee, 2013). From a leadership perspective, the need for deeper 
relationships aligns with authentic leadership methodology as it is driven on connections and 
establishing relationships (George & Sims, 2007). Authentic leadership also describes having 
self-discipline when faced with tough decisions or unideal situations (George & Sims, 2007). 
Virtual conversations are not ideal, but they are necessary to improve career development for 
others.
Interview participants noted frustrations with virtual career development programs as 
they do not have the same connection as in person conversations. Technology advances ease 
consumer usability such as video conferencing to enable future virtual relationships. Virtual 
conversations and relationships would not have been as easy to keep even a few years ago with 
just email and phone (Hart, 2016). The circle for career development conversations has expanded 
to anyone with internet access since people are able to meet remotely (Hart, 2016). 
Enhancements to Career Development Programs
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An important component of the participants’ discussion is relationship building which 
results in the potential to improve the career development program overall. Relationship building 
is the foundation, and if in times of crisis, that element could not be met, then the career 
development goals are more difficult to be actualized. The interview participants expressed the 
need for more career development opportunities during times of crisis. Existing research 
confirms the ability and need for virtual career development programs, but there is a gap in 
literature related to career development during times of crisis.
Interviewees described networking as a method for better relationship building and 
eventual sponsorship. This is consistent with existing literature as a proven way to source 
sponsors (Travis et al., 2013). The virtual community framework agrees as networking can foster 
participation from individuals (Li & Lee, 2013). This concept aligns with authentic leadership as 
well since authentic leaders can network because they bring their true selves into the relationship 
(George & Simms, 2007).  
Participants described the need for more awareness of sponsorship within their 
organization as well as career development a more prominent part of work life. These concepts 
align with the existing literature. Women especially need sponsorship as it is a proven method to 
move into more senior leadership and executive roles (Travis et at., 2013). Companies must 
incorporate more sponsorship teachings in their professional development from an organizational 
standpoint to create real change (de Vries, 2011). Pearce describes the need for organizations as 
a whole to integrate career development and more specifically sponsorship into more of their 
conversations and relationships (2019). Since many financial institutions are operating virtually 
during COVID-19, the virtual community framework agrees in that habits must be formed in 
order for relationships to form (Li & Lee, 2013). If more conversations are happening around the 
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topic of sponsorship, then more actions should follow. This multiplies the access of diverse 
populations having the ability to be seen by leaders, to be promoted, etc. (Connley, 2016). This 
concept also aligns with authentic leadership since authentic leaders use their values and purpose 
to achieve goals and drive change (George & Sims, 2007). Effective change can only come about 
if the appropriate purpose and values are behind it. 
Limitations
I focused on only mentorship and sponsorship as types of career development for the 
purposes of my research. Many other methods of career development such as coaching are 
beneficial. Coaching is beneficial to career development, but it is not within the scope of my 
research. Since coaching is learner-driven, research in a virtual environment would be beneficial.
I studied gender as the problem of underrepresentation in leadership and created specific 
recommendations aimed to improve the gaps of inequality. There are significant gaps and 
inequalities facing the BIPOC community, and there is significant work to be done to address 
and remediate these disparities. I recommend a similar study focused on improving 
representation for women of color in a virtual environment.
All interviews were conducted via virtual settings as fitting for this research. Two of the 
six interviews were held via video conference otherwise all were completed via phone. These 
interviews missed the potential for body language cues or deeper understanding from an in 
person or virtual face-to-face conversation.
Recommendations
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After consideration for the current literature and the key themes and findings from the 
interviews conducted, I have developed several recommendations for financial institutions to 
implement. These are versatile for remote work and especially important during times of crisis 
when employees are vulnerable and uneasy. Recommended best practices include:
 Best Practice: Managers should meet with their direct report employees on a more 
frequent basis especially during times of crisis.
Employees crave stability and relationships especially during times of crisis. 
Direct report managers can assist with basic career development activities such as 
goal setting, looking into stretch goals, finding ways to gain additional skills. 
Employees are better to establish a career development relationship with one 
leader within organization rather than just conducting business as usual during 
times of crisis. These check-in meetings should be monthly at a minimum, and the 
manager can schedule more frequent shorter meetings, if needed. These can be up 
to weekly dependent on the level of relationship building needed from the 
employee.
 Best Practice: Financial institutions are to implement virtual networking 
opportunities. 
Because sponsorship is based on relationships, networking is a great way to meet 
new people and start a professional relationship conversation. Networking events 
can be organized by different departments or employee groups within the 
organization. Companies should engage technical producers for events who have 
an understanding of the technology. This way the producer can organize 
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attendance and virtually people from room to room. This leaves the career 
development employees to focus on their role within the event.
 Best Practice: Organizational development offices to promote sponsorship from top 
leaders down.
Sponsorship should be a topic of discussion at one of the next organizational 
meetings or retreats for company-wide leaders to implement. Leaders can look 
from top down to spot talent and pull new leaders up. This will start the 
transformation of the company’s sponsorship habits. Leaders must include 
diversity, equity, and inclusive elements so not all promotions are for like-minded 
and similar-looking individuals. Major change within a company must start at the 
top and trickle-down throughout its employees. If leaders start the conversation 
and model the behavior, then other leaders can follow suit establishing 
relationships and advocating for others based in sponsorship. This office should 
include both Human Resources and Operations staffing to integrate fully within 
the organization. The organization can develop metrics for leaders to meet within 
the program. General example: each leader recruits and sponsors three individuals 
to higher leadership positions within 12 months.
 Best Practice: Organizations to create sponsorship campaign or training for all 
employees for awareness including employee groups directed at diversity.
Employees need to be versed on the basics of sponsorship such as what a sponsor 
can do, how you can obtain a sponsor, etc. to enhance conversations and career 
development. This will enhance organizations’ sponsorship transformation if 
employees can be looking from bottom up for promotions while leaders are 
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looking from top down to spot talent. Organizations should create awareness for 
sponsorship within any women-centric or diverse employee groups. If more 
women and diverse groups know how to source and secure sponsors, then more 
opportunities for sponsorship will be available. When companies direct their 
efforts towards those who will benefit the most and create the most diversity 
within the organization, then company itself will also gain the most benefit by 
promoting diverse populations.
Conclusion
I expected to hear specific guidance related to career development programs, and how 
companies could implement sponsorship activities directly into their existing mentorship 
programs. I was surprised to hear of the significance relationships played in career development 
programs for participants. I knew this was the foundation of sponsorship, but I expected to hear 
more from participants about who to seek out, what skills to hone in on during a virtual setting, 
or how to start a conversation with someone you have never met. These topics were not the 
majority of what was shared by the participants whereas a focus on relationship building and 
trust was the concentration.
This study enforces the importance of relationships in times of crisis. Sponsorship can 
grow with the appropriate network and opportunities, but what employees are truly craving in 
times of crisis are bonds with those around them. Sponsorship relies heavily on relationships, and 
luckily in times of crisis those connections can still be formed even virtually. The trust built to 
effectively utilize sponsorship must be intentional and authentic to be effective. 
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These recommendations are practical and versatile for organizations when not in times of 
crisis and strict virtual environment, but very valuable for remote relationship building. This 
research highlights the need for sponsorship career development activities promotion within 
organizations from both leadership and protégé perspectives. Based on the research conducted, 
more effective relationships built during times of crisis, the more potential sponsorship advocacy 
can occur.
Additional research could include the amount of benefit around career development 
activities such as sponsorship in minoritized populations. Existing research states sponsorship 
will help to promote diverse populations. Researchers should study the effects of sponsorship 
and if other career development opportunities are also as beneficial. Sponsorship benefits like the 
multiplier effect could pave the way to bridge diversity gaps in organizations across the country. 
Additional research can also be conducted around the amount of career development training 
offered directly by employers versus outside organizations especially in a virtual setting. The 
peer-reviewed research conducted in the corporate sector related to career development is 
minimal.
More research should be conducted outside of financial institutions regarding sponsorship 
in times of crisis and virtual environments. Other industries face similar challenges with gender 
equality and remote work. Additional research could be beneficial to highlight any other best 
practices or themes from different industries.
Financial institutions must work harder to diversify their employee populations. Gender 
gaps in leadership are outdated, and change must be institutionalized at the company level if any 
type of adjustment is to occur. If financial institutions promote relationship building based on 
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authenticity and trust and promote sponsorship initiatives during times of crisis, employees will 
have more opportunity for advancement – especially women.
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Appendices: Interview Protocol
Appendix 1: Recruitment Email
Hello,
My name is Elena Procaccini. I am currently a student at St. Catherine University in St. Paul, 
MN. I am currently working to complete my Master of Arts in Organizational Leadership.
I am a ten-year veteran of the financial services industry and am researching how employees’ 
development activities such as mentorship, sponsorship, and coaching can propel career 
advancement and are affected in times of crisis. 
As a woman early in my career, I want to understand how these tools and methods function and 
can be beneficial to achieve a better gender balance or parity in the workplace. Women comprise 
a minute portion of senior leadership roles compared to their male counterparts especially in 
corporate organizations.  Sponsorship is a proven method to advance women in their careers. 
I also know recent events with COVID-19 have affected many workplaces and work activities 
such as professional development. 
I would like to speak with you for 45 minutes to one hour to understand your development 
efforts during this unprecedented time.  This information will be helpful because I hope to 
explain how it will benefit development and advancement in the financial industry and 
advancement of women into formal leadership.
We can meet by phone or video conference call depending on your preference. I will require a 
signed written consent form prior to our meeting (attached). This provides more details about my 
project and regarding the confidentiality to our meeting. To express my gratitude for your 
participation, I will provide a $10 coffee e-gift card to express my deepest thanks for your 
assistance in my research.
If I do not hear anything back, I plan to follow up within one week’s time. Please let me know 
any questions or concerns you might have!
I hope to hear from you soon,
Elena Procaccini
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Appendix 2: Interview Questions
1. Please describe your role in the development program as Mentor or Mentee.
2. Please describe your current development program (mentorship, sponsorship, coaching, 
etc.).
a. Who is involved? Goals? 
b. How are candidates and mentors paired? What demographics are involved in the 
program?
c. How do you ensure diversity and inclusion within the program?
d. What role do women play within the program? 
e. Remote or virtual capabilities?
3. Please describe your definition of mentorship. 
a. Interviewer says, “a relationship between an older, more experienced mentor and 
a younger, less experienced protégé for the purpose of helping and developing the 
protégé’s career” (as cited in de Vries, 2011, p. 3)
4. Please describe your definition of sponsorship. 
a. Interviewer says, “Sponsors are advocates for their protégés” (Roy & Gottlieb, 
2017). “Sponsorship focuses on career advancement rather than just 
development” (Ayyala et al., 2019).
5. Please describe any sponsorship activities included in your program (mentor advocates 
for mentee, dynamic relationship, etc.).
a. How long does the relationship continue?
b. Is your sponsor/mentor internal or external to your organization?
c. How did you obtain your sponsor/mentor?
6. How has your development program been impacted during COVID-19?
a. What kinds of conversations occurred during COVID-19?
7. What would the ideal development program look like in a virtual environment?
8. How do you think organizations can move from encouraging development efforts in 
mentorship to sponsorship?
9. How do you see the program progressing in the future?
10. How could programs be improved and/or what is missing?
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11. What would be important for me to know that I did not address?
12. Would you like to add anything else to the conversation?
13. One nugget of wisdom
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Appendix 3: Informed Consent Form
ST CATHERINE UNIVERSITY 
Informed Consent for a Research Study
Study Title:  Developing development programs to include sponsorship and 
virtual capacity for times of crisis 
You are invited to participate in a research study.  This study is called Developing 
development programs to include sponsorship and virtual capacity for times of crisis.  
The study is being done by Elena Procaccini, a Masters’ candidate at St. Catherine 
University in St. Paul, MN.  The faculty advisor for this study is Dr. Jeanne Bailey, PhD, 
MAOL, Adjunct Faculty and Associate Program Director at St. Catherine University.  
Below, you will find answers to the most commonly asked questions about participating 
in a research study. Please read this entire document and ask questions you have 
before you agree to be in the study.
Why are the researchers doing this study?
The purpose of this study is to improve current sponsorship efforts within financial 
organizations to foster better leaders during times of crisis.  This study is important 
because of improved leadership opportunities for staff involved in mentoring program as 
well as more dynamic relationships with sponsors and advisees with more flexibility in 
meeting structure with remote capabilities.  Approximately 10 people are expected to 
participate in this research.  
Why have I been asked to be in this study?
You have been selected as member of a financial institution with prior experience as a 
mentor or mentee as part of your organization.
If I decide to participate, what will I be asked to do?
If you meet the criteria and agree to be in this study, you will be asked to do these 
things:
 Read and sign this informed consent form prior to the meeting (scanned copy 
acceptable)
 Participate in a one-on-one hour long interview via phone or video conference
In total, this study will take approximately one hour over one session.
What if I decide I don’t want to be in this study?
Participation in this study is completely voluntary.  If you decide you do not want to 
participate in this study, please feel free to say so, and do not sign this form.  If you 
decide to participate in this study, but later change your mind and want to withdraw, 
simply notify me and you will be removed immediately.  You may withdraw until one 
week after our meeting, after which time withdrawal will no longer be possible. Your 
decision of whether or not to participate will have no negative or positive impact on your 
57
RELATIONSHIP BUILDING IN VIRTUAL CAREER DEVELOPMENT
relationship with St. Catherine University, nor with any of the students or faculty 
involved in the research.
What are the risks (dangers or harms) to me if I am in this study? 
There are no foreseeable risks in this study.
What are the benefits (good things) that may happen if I am in this study? 
Benefits include Improved leadership opportunities for staff involved in mentoring 
programs and more dynamic relationships with sponsors and advisees with more 
flexibility in meeting structure with remote capabilities.
Will I receive any compensation for participating in this study?
You will receive a $10 coffee e-gift card after the completion of our meeting in your 
email inbox.
What will you do with the information you get from me and how will you protect 
my privacy?
The information that you provide in this study will be transcribed via a transcription 
service. The researcher will remove the person’s name from the data. The researcher 
will keep the research results in a password-protected computer and only the 
researcher and their advisor will have access to the records while they work on this 
project. The researcher will finish analyzing the data by September 2020 and will then 
destroy all original reports and identifying information that can be linked back to you. All 
recordings will be destroyed no later than June 2021.
Any information that you provide will be kept confidential, which means that you will not 
be identified or identifiable in the any written reports or publications.   If it becomes 
useful to disclose any of your information, the researcher will seek your permission and 
tell you the persons or agencies to whom the information will be furnished, the nature of 
the information to be furnished, and the purpose of the disclosure; you will have the 
right to grant or deny permission for this to happen.  If you do not grant permission, the 
information will remain confidential and will not be released.
Could my information be used for future research?
No, your data will not be used or distributed for future research even if de-identified 
without gaining further consent from you. 
Are there possible changes to the study once it gets started?
If during the course of this research study the researcher team learns about new 
findings that might influence your willingness to continue participating in the study, they 
will inform you of these findings
How can I get more information?
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If you have any questions, you can ask them before you sign this form.  You can also 
feel free to contact me at 763-291-3849 or emprocaccini@stkate.edu.  If you have any 
additional questions later and would like to talk to the faculty advisor, please contact Dr. 
Jeanne Bailey at jmbailey@stkate.edu.  If you have other questions or concerns 
regarding the study and would like to talk to someone other than the researcher(s), you 
may also contact Dr. John Schmitt, Chair of the St. Catherine University Institutional 
Review Board, at (651) 690-7739 or jsschmitt@stkate.edu.
You may keep a copy of this form for your records.
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Statement of Consent:
I consent to participate in the study and agree to be audiotaped. 
My signature indicates that I have read this information, my questions have been 
answered and I am at least 18 years of age. 
______________________________________________________________________
Signature of Participant Date
________________________________________
Printed Name of Participant
______________________________________________________________________
Signature of Researcher Date
